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Good morning Chairman Brown, Ranking Member Toomey, and members of the
Committee. Thank you for the opportunity to testify this morning. My name is Richard
Rothstein, and I am a Distinguished Fellow of the Economic Policy Institute and a Senior Fellow,
Emeritus, of the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, Inc. I am here this morning on
behalf of myself and of Sherrilyn Ifill, the president and director-counsel of the NAACP Legal
Defense and Educational Fund, Inc.
The NAACP Legal Defense & Educational Fund, Inc. (“LDF”) was founded in 1940 by
Thurgood Marshall and is the nation’s first and foremost civil rights law organization.1 LDF was
launched at a time when the nation’s aspirations for equality and due process of law were
stifled by widespread state-sponsored racial inequality. Through litigation, advocacy, and public
education, LDF seeks structural changes to expand democracy, eliminate disparities, achieve
racial justice, and fulfill the promise of equality for all Americans. Since its inception, LDF has
worked to combat racial segregation and promote racial integration and opportunity through
housing. LDF played a seminal role in successfully challenging practices that reinforced
residential segregation, including the landmark Supreme Court case Shelley v. Kramer,2 in which
the Supreme Court held that state courts could not enforce racially restrictive covenants in
housing deeds. With the 1968 passage of the Fair Housing Act, Congress recognized residential
segregation as a critical problem that threatened to undermine America’s movement toward
racial equality. Sadly, residential racial segregation persists and has, indeed, increased in some
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cities and counties across the country.3 The consequences of entrenched racial segregation are
devastating for communities and families4 and for our country. LDF has continued challenging
housing, transportation and other policies that reinforce residential segregation, including as
co-counsel in Thompson v. HUD,5 the case successfully challenging segregated public housing
practices in Baltimore, Maryland, and in numerous amicus briefs6 filed in Supreme Court cases
raising claims under the Fair Housing Act.
Through purposeful policy decisions, the federal government created a system in which
housing and homeownership became critical to the economic stability and upward mobility of
families. But those same policies also routinely excluded Black Americans. Indeed, through both
de jure and de facto policies, Black Americans were excluded from accessing the very benefits
and opportunities that propelled white Americans into the middle class.
Federal government policies have been central to creation and perpetuation of this
disparity. In fact, although discriminatory practices of state and local governments, the real
estate industry, private mortgage lenders, and private property owners played a critical role in
perpetuating racial segregation in housing, the entrenched segregated landscape of this
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country was most powerfully created, supported, and sustained by the actions of the federal
government through most of the 20th century.
Policies such as redlining, mandated racially restrictive covenants, segregation in federal
public housing, and other racially discriminatory housing policies prevented African Americans
from buying homes outside of proscribed areas.7 While the Fair Housing Act of 1968 sought to
prohibit discriminatory policies going forward, the government undertook no serious
assessment or policy of restitution to address the decades of past harm, exclusion and
discrimination caused by federal policies and practices.
As a result, America’s contemporary housing, real estate, and environmental landscape
has been layered atop an infrastructure created by decades of racially discriminatory housing
practices and policies. Because, as a nation, we have never truly reckoned with or attempted to
dismantle the structure created by past discriminatory housing policies, segregation has been
literally grandfathered into the developing American landscape decade after decade. It is time
for a change.
The federal government’s obligation to compel compliance, enforce anti-discrimination
laws and provide reparation for the harms perpetrated under discriminatory laws has long been
neglected, and redress is long overdue. The failure of the federal government to properly
remedy these injustices has compounded into a situation of multiple crises: homeownership is
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out of the reach of many Americans, renters are overburdened by costs,8 the current minimum
wage is inadequate to pay housing costs in most major cities,9 affordable public housing is
scarce10 and housing infrastructure is neglected.11 It is past time for the government to take
bold action to ensure that equal opportunity applies to homeownership and affordable
housing. Housing issues remain at the core of our nation’s structural inequality.12 LDF is
profoundly aware of the need for strengthened enforcement of the nation’s fair housing laws in
the continued struggle against racial segregation but this body also has a responsibility and an
opportunity, to ensure that our housing infrastructure is updated to reflect the fair, nondiscriminatory and inclusive vision contemplated by the Fair Housing Act of 1968.
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The Discriminatory Policies of the 20th Century
After the Great Depression, the federal government enacted policies that helped
establish homeownership as a key pillar of the white middle class13—while intentionally
excluding Black, Hispanic, Asian American Pacific Islander, and Native communities. During the
20th century, the federal government sought to stabilize financial conditions for
homeownership by establishing the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (“HOLC”) in 1933, the
Federal Housing Administration (“FHA”) in 1934, and the secondary mortgage market.
However, in practice these agencies engaged in explicit discrimination by providing publicly
backed, low down payment, fixed-rate home mortgage loans almost exclusively to white
Americans.14
The HOLC, a government agency, was charged with refinancing home mortgages in
default to prevent foreclosure. To determine which mortgages to refinance, HOLC drew colorcoded maps to assess the risk of default within an area. HOLC maps labeled neighborhoods
green for “best,” blue for “still desirable,” yellow for “definitely declining,” and red for
“hazardous” and high credit risk simply because of the race of the residents. 15 The latter areas
– those bordered by a “redline” – were most often majority Black or non-white areas. In this
way Black communities were branded as undesirable with disastrous economic consequences
for residents and homeowners. This practice relegated and restricted Black people to living in
areas with lower levels of investment than their white counterparts —the effects of which
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persist today.16 A study by the National Community Reinvestment Coalition finds that three out
of four neighborhoods redlined in the 20th century are economically disadvantaged.17 Hundreds
of redlined maps are available to view through the University of Richmond’s Mapping Inequality
project. 18
These maps were federal government designations. Indeed, redlining was considered
best practice by the federal government. 19 That is, the federal government considered it best
practice to purposefully discriminate against Black and brown communities in approving—or
denying—loans, extending credit, or otherwise have a lending presence in certain communities
in order to maintain racially white neighborhoods. These policy choices prevented generations
of Black families from gaining equity in homeownership or making improvements to homes
already owned. The policies robbed entire communities, Black communities, of opportunities to
accumulate capital, amass intergenerational wealth and enjoy equal protection under the law.
Despite the homeownership boom in the 1950s and 1960s, which sent homeownership rates in
the U.S. from 30 to 60 percent, 98 percent of the loans approved by the federal government
between 1934 and 1968 went to white applicants.20
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Government policies played a significant role in the development of white suburbs, and
in providing a “refuge” to those engaged in “white flight” as a means to avoid school
integration, mandated by the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education.21 The
Veterans Administration (“VA”) and the FHA operated on the misguided, unfounded, and racist
belief that property values of white neighborhoods would decline if African Americans were
permitted to integrate22 and therefore financed entire suburbs as white enclaves, refusing to
insure loans to Black families and veterans.23 The FHA employed a system of discriminatory
lending in government-backed mortgages, as evidenced by the practices described in its official
Underwriting Manual.24 The FHA reinforced and entrenched residential segregation in American
cities by refusing to underwrite mortgages for potential homeowners not seeking to purchase
in same-race neighborhoods.
Levittown, the famously mass-produced post-war suburb, long maintained a population
that was 100% white.25 The community’s 17,000 houses, which sold for $7,990 with a 0% down
payment for veterans,26 were denied to Black veterans despite the guarantees of the
Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, also known as the G.I. bill. The G.I. bill offered veterans
education and unemployment benefits while also guaranteeing loans for veterans who
borrowed money to purchase a home, business, or farm. However, Black veterans returning
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home were routinely denied the option of buying cheap and affordable housing with no down
payment that propelled their white counterparts into the middle class and were excluded from
“all-white” enclaves like Levittown. Indeed, in 1947, only two of the more than 3,200 VAguaranteed home loans in thirteen Mississippi cities went to Black borrowers.27 And in New
York and the northern New Jersey suburbs, fewer than 100 of the 67,000 mortgages insured by
the G.I. bill supported home purchases by non-whites.28
By guaranteeing affordable mortgages for white families and excluding Black families or
limiting Black families to purchase in less economically advantageous neighborhoods, the
government created, encouraged, and reinforced intense residential racial segregation
throughout the nation.
“White flight,” or the creation of white suburbs, was also undergirded by massive
federal investments in the construction of the interstate highway system. The federal
government often took possession of homes and land in Black communities by claiming
eminent domain in order to construct highways as physical barriers between white
neighborhoods and areas with a large presence of African Americans or communities of color. 29
Notably, the government also established the Public Works Administration (“PWA”)
Housing Division in 193330 which sponsored public housing construction and slum clearance to
improve the housing conditions of low-income white families. The PWA routinely razed Black
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neighborhoods, which were often viewed as slums as a result of government policies, in order
to create new housing projects that would deny Black applicants.31 Federal and local
governments also promoted segregation in the private market by implicitly endorsing the use of
racially restrictive covenants in deeds to prevent the sale of homes to Black families;
blockbusting--in which real estate agents would persuade white families to sell their homes at
low costs and then resell the vacant homes to Black families at inflated prices; and refusing to
intervene to protect Black families from racist vigilante violence when moving into white
neighborhoods.32
The confluence of these discriminatory policies and practices provided many white
Americans an opportunity to amass wealth and create a stable financial foundation to protect
themselves from unforeseen economic setbacks—an opportunity that was unjustly and
purposefully denied to many Black and brown families. Because housing is the primary means
by which families pass generational wealth, a lack of intergenerational wealth among Black
families forces each successive generation to start anew, without a firm foundation to build
upon.33
Two Unequal Americas
Any investigation into the current housing, affordability, eviction, and infrastructure
crises reveals a system of deliberate and discriminatory government policy. This country is still
living with the consequences of decisions made by federal government officials in the 20th
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century. Due to lackluster enforcement of anti-discrimination laws, efforts to rectify these
policy decisions have thus far resulted in superficial and immaterial progress. In fact, Black
homeownership today, remains at levels similar to 1968, when the Fair Housing Act was
passed.34 Indeed, the gap between white and Black homeownership rates is the largest it has
been since 1890.35 The homeownership rate for Black Americans is 42%, compared to white
homeownership of 72.1%, and 48.1% for Latinos.36
High rates of housing discrimination nationwide persist today in both housing rentals
and sales.37 More than four million instances of housing discrimination occur each year, and the
vast majority are unreported.38 A 2020 study found that racial discrimination was the second
most reported type of housing discrimination comprising 16.47 percent of all cases.
Unfortunately, our nation remains largely segregated by race. We have indeed become
the two societies, warned of by Kerner Commission: “one black, one white—separate and
unequal.”39 Areas in which discrimination persist, expose a pernicious chain reaction: when any
American is denied equal access to housing, it reduces their access to good jobs, quality
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education, safe streets, reliable transportation and a clean and healthy environment.40 It is
Congress’ duty to repair the damage that is so evident before us.
The promise of the American Dream—a home, a safe community, and opportunity for
upward mobility—is often presented as attainable through hard work, individual tenacity, and
diligent personal savings. But the promise of that dream remains perpetually out of reach for
many. A safe, affordable, place to live is unattainable for many Americans, not because of
personal failings, but because of the government’s failure to compel housing markets to comply
with anti-discrimination laws, and the unwillingness of the government to provide African
Americans and communities of color with the same opportunities that were given to white
communities after the Great Depression.
Housing represents more than just a physical dwelling—it allows for the creation of a
shared community, for access to clean air and water, good public schools, proximity to quality
jobs, access to reliable public transit, and recreational spaces.41 As the foundation of the
American Dream, homeownership is also the primary way that most families build generational
wealth and economic stability. However, the stark racial inequality and segregation perpetrated
by government policy has resulted in little change in Black wealth, homeownership and/or
neighborhood conditions. A recent study found that Black families making $100,000 typically
live in neighborhoods comparable to ones in which white families making $30,000 live.42 These
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disadvantaged neighborhoods are characterized by a lack of resources, poor public schools,
health disparities, and limited economic opportunities.43 Despite individual economic success,
Black families have been exposed to and relegated to these neighborhoods by government
policy and inaction for decades.
Historic and ongoing systemic racism has left families of color more vulnerable
Decades of structural racism created tremendous racial disparities in housing and
homelessness. Renters of color are much more likely to be housing cost-burdened: 52% of
Latino renters and 54% of Black renters are cost-burdened, more than 10 percentage points
higher than white renters.44 Black Americans represent roughly 13% of the general population
but are 40% of people experiencing homelessness and more than 50% of homeless families
with children.45 Black families were disproportionately vulnerable going into the 2008 housing
crisis. The 2008 housing crisis and the government’s inadequate response caused
disproportionate harm to low-income people of color with Black families losing their homes at
the rate of white families.46 Similarly, the COVID-19 pandemic and economic collapse of 2020
devastated millions of families particularly people with low incomes and people of color. The
COVID-19 pandemic has led to unprecedented crises and loss throughout the country. Recent
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reports indicate that around 560,000 people have died from COVID-19 and over 31 million
people have contracted the virus.47 Nationwide, Black Americans are 3.4 times more likely to
have died from COVID-19 than white Americans.48
As the pandemic continues, the nation finds itself in the midst of a foreclosure and
eviction crisis which severely threatens the ability of Americans to maintain their homes and
safely endure the pandemic. For example, in Mississippi nearly 60 percent of renter households
are at risk of eviction, making it the third most housing insecure state in the United States. 49
The U.S. Census Bureau reported that from July 16-21, over 90,000 Black Mississippians were
unable to cover their month’s rent and about 103,000 had little or no confidence in their ability
in meeting obligations for the rent in August.50 Similarly, more than 42,000 Black Mississippians
were unable meet their mortgage payment obligations during the same period and about
61,000 had little or no confidence in their ability to make a payment in August.51 The current
eviction and foreclosure crisis will only serve to further entrench economic inequality in the
country.
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The Opportunity - Housing as Infrastructure
This moment presents an opportunity, that Congress must rise to meet. For the
resilience of the country, economic prosperity and the stability and prosperity of the American
people, this moment demands Congress undertake a bold, comprehensive approach to the
housing and infrastructure crisis. At this critical point in history, it is of paramount importance
that any infrastructure bill addresses the impact of the deliberate and flawed policies of the
past.
As the nation recovers from the pandemic, Congress must invest in solutions that
address the underlying, structural causes for our nation’s housing crisis, and advance policies
needed to ensure housing programs work for Black and other historically disadvantaged
communities.
As noted, after great economic crises, the government has historically pursued national
housing initiatives reliant upon federal spending and control to bring about the responsible
development and revitalization of housing and infrastructure.52 However, in recent years, the
role of federal, state, and local governments in creating housing infrastructure has largely
diminished. The 1980s saw a shift in policy, away from federally funded community
development projects relating to public goods like housing, to limiting government involvement
and instead centered an overreliance on the private sector to carry out the national public
agenda.
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Congress has the opportunity to address the impact of these deliberate policies, to take
bold action to undo mistakes and the discriminatory policy choices of the past. The federal
government must take swift and courageous action in approaching solutions to our current
housing and infrastructure crises. It must take into account the fabric and make-up of
communities in order to be successful. It must meet people where they are and include sincere
community involvement.53 Thriving communities require stable and accessible infrastructure.
Communities exist because people settle to attend good public schools, find good paying jobs,
are able to access safe and reliable transit, have a yard and beautiful green parks to enjoy. And
a truly critical aspect of infrastructure of thriving and supportive communities is affordable
housing. The construction and preservation of our country's affordable housing stock will
strengthen economic growth, promote economic mobility, and provide greater household
stability and improved wellness outcomes.
Discussions about housing as infrastructure, must be grounded in the context of
affordability. Congress should increase the supply of affordable housing to people with the
lowest incomes through the renovation and construction of public housing—as done in the
past. Public housing is now associated with something bad or shameful, often viewed as a
government hand-out or dirty. Much of the current public housing stock is run-down, outdated
and located in poor and undesirable neighborhoods. However, public housing is the foundation
upon which many white families built their wealth and was the steppingstone which allowed
them to move into the middle class.54 While the housing crisis is multifaceted, the lack of
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affordable housing cannot be overlooked. Rents have risen much faster than renters’ incomes
over the last two decades—renters’ incomes have increased by only 5% while rents have risen
61%.55
Water Affordability
Water affordability is also a growing crisis as this nation’s crumbling infrastructure
contributes to high water bills and the loss of home ownership. Throughout its history, LDF has
consistently worked to address inequities in the provision of water services. In the late 1960s,
LDF litigated Hawkins v. Shaw, the first lawsuit seeking to redress racial disparities in the
provision of certain municipal services, including water and sewer services, under the 14th
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.56 In Hawkins, the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals
determined that the town of Shaw, Mississippi, violated the constitutional guarantee of equal
protection by failing to provide the same level of water, sewer, and other municipal services in
its Black neighborhoods as were provided in Shaw’s white neighborhoods.57 In June 2019, LDF
and its Thurgood Marshall Institute released a report entitled “Water/Color: A Study of Race
and the Water Affordability Crisis in America’s Cities”.58 Our report discusses the link between
racial discrimination and water affordability and explains the current water affordability crisis
impacting Black communities across the nation.
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Our report finds that as government policies of the 20th century made cities more
racially segregated, localities began to prioritize water services to white areas. As part of the
white housing boom, American homes were significantly modernized. By 1940, approximately
94 percent of urban homes had clean running piped water and sewer pipes for waste disposal,
and more than 80 percent had interior flush toilets.59 New technologies—such as automatic
dishwashers, washing machines, and air conditioners—increased Americans’ water usage and
strained existing infrastructure.60 Discrimination in both the public and private sectors
restricted not only housing options in Black communities, but relegated African Americans to
sub-par water supply and access.
The Clean Water Act of 1972 required municipalities to expend significant funds to build
and upgrade facilities to treat water. The federal government funded most of these
improvements following passage of the statute. In the 1970s, federal funding for water systems
was at an all-time high, peaking in 1977.61 When adjusted for inflation, the federal government
provided about $80 billion to local utilities to construct and upgrade treatment facilities in the
15 years after the law was enacted.62 Many of these infrastructure improvements
disproportionately benefited white families as the same policies that restricted African
Americans from accessing housing, restricted African Americans from accessing clean water.
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By far, the biggest factor contributing to rising water costs in the United States is aging
and failing infrastructure. Pipes installed at the beginning of the 20th century, in the post-World
War II era, and during the 1970s Clean Water Act construction boom all require replacement
now, due to varying materials and techniques used during these periods.63 Utilities nationwide
have ranked the renewal and replacement of aging water and wastewater infrastructure as the
most pressing issue facing the industry every year since at least 2014.64 At the current
replacement rate, it will take another 200 years before the million pipes across the country are
fully replaced.65 Failures in drinking water infrastructure can lead to significant issues, including
water disruptions, impediments to emergency response, and unsanitary health conditions.66
Water main breaks are estimated to cost $2.6 billion annually.67
Conclusion
The current disparities in housing and homeownership are the result of decades of
government policy, some intentionally discriminatory and some woefully negligent. It is
incumbent upon the federal government to do its duty and right these wrongs. Fifty-two years
after the passage of the Fair Housing Act, our nation still struggles with entrenched housing
segregation that contributes to nearly insurmountable societal repercussions. Congress must
do everything within its power to ensure that the federal fair housing laws are fully enforced
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and must take serious action to create policies to address/rectify the years of discriminatory
policies and practices which have led to the tremendous inequalities we see today.
We urge Congress to consider the following policy recommendations in any
consideration of comprehensive infrastructure reform:
•

Infrastructure investments in affordable housing stock, urban water systems, public
transit, community facilities and centers, schools and telecommunications.

•

Prioritize infrastructure investments in communities and areas which have long been
neglected and need them most.

•

Vigorous enforcement of Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing.

•

Rigorous Title VI enforcement for federal funds supporting local projects.

•

Environmental justice review and enforcement.

Thank you for the opportunity to submit this testimony. LDF remains available to provide
additional information to this Committee.
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